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IMAGINATIVE  SACRED  SPACES 
IN  MEDIEVAL  ITALY 
How frequently, and to what extent, are holy places thought, in religious 
feeling, to be concretely grafted onto a natural landscape? Do they exist more 
in space or in individual and collective imagination? Is it more important to 
visit them or to reconstruct them in a believer’s devotional experience? We are 
accustomed to think of them as liminal phenomena, both opening and closing 
human access to the supernatural sphere, and as divine dwellings inscribed in 
the dimension of terrestrial experience: be they mountain peaks, springs, 
stone-altars or spatially organized precincts, they present themselves as the 
only still points in this transient world, marking the sites of God’s enduring 
revelation to His believers. At least at a first glance, one is led to admit that 
nothing on earth is considered by humans to be so firmly inscribed into the 
ground; the link appears to be so strong, that even when Holy Lands are repli-
cated, as is evident in the case of the “New Jerusalems”1, it proves important 
to evoke the entire system of spatial and symbolic connections between each 
holy site and their natural environment. 
Yet some of the New Jerusalems, especially the later ones, look now 
terribly inaccurate and disappointing. If compared to Patriarch Nikon’s 
analytically reconstructed Novaya Ierusalim, most of the Sacri monti dot-
ting Catholic Europe from Portugal to Poland prove to be only generic 
evokations of a topographic entity, and are more clearly intended to give a 
spatial dimension to such devotional rituals as the performance of the Via 
Crucis procession on Holy Fridays or the more intimate recitation of the 
                                                 
1  On this topic see, most recently, the thoughtful articles collected in:  !"#$ %$&'()*+,#. %$-
&!-!.+/ + +0!1!2&)3+/ ()0&)*41#5 .&!(-&)1(-" (in English: New Jerusalems. Hierotopy 
and Iconography of Sacred Spaces) // Ed. A. M. Lidov. Moscow, 2009. 
102 Michele Bacci 
Rosary mysteries, as in Varese2. They can even happen to have no con-
nection at all with Jerusalem, and to be used as settings for the commemo-
ration of the most important events in Saint Francis’s life, as it happens in 
the Sacro Monte on the Orta lake3. 
In its present setting, even the famous Jerusalem of San Vivaldo, hidden 
in the woods of Central Tuscany, seems to display a rather incongruous to-
pography, as it includes chapels commemorating events not actually taking 
place in Jerusalem, like the Annunciation or the Meeting with the Samaritan 
Woman4. Anyway, historical and archaeological research has evidenced that 
                                                 
2  On the general history of Catholic Sacri monti cf. S. Gensini (ed.). La “Gerusalemme” di 
San Vivaldo e i sacri monti in Europa. Proceedings of a congress (Firenze-San Vivaldo, 
11–13 September 1986), Pisa, 1989; Sacri Monti. Devozione, arte e cultura della 
Controriforma / Eds. L. Vaccaro, F. Ricardi. Milan, 1992; Terra Santa e Sacri Monti / 
Ed. M. L. Gatti Perer. Milan, 1999; Atlante dei Sacri Monti, Calvari e complessi devo-
zionali europei / Ed. A. Barbero. Novara, 2001; Di ritorno dal pellegrinaggio a Gerusa-
lemme. Riproposizione degli avvenimenti e dei luoghi di Terra Santa nell’immaginario 
religioso fra XV e XVI secolo // Proceedings of a congress (Cosenza, 12–13 May 2005) / 
Eds. A. Barbero and G. Roma. Vercelli, 2008. On the devotion to the Via Crucis and its 
spatial and performative aspects cf. H. Thurston. The Stations of the Cross. An Account 
of Their History and Devotional Purpose. London, 1906; Kneller K. A. Geschichte der 
Kreuzwegandacht von den Anfängen bis zur völlingen Ausbildung. Freiburg im Breis-
gau, 1908; Keppler P. W. Die XIV Stationen der hl. Kreuzwegs. Eine geschichtliche und 
kunstgeschichtliche Studie. Freiburg im Breisgau, 1926; Storme A. La voie douloureuse. 
Jerusalem, 1984; Sticca S. ‘The Via Crucis: Its Historical, Spiritual, and Devotional Con-
text’ // Mediaevalia 15 (1989), p. 93–126; Zwijnenburg-Tönnies N. ‘Das Kreuzwegan-
dacht und die deutschen Pilgertexte des Mittelalters’ // D. Haschenbett, R. Herz and 
F. Sczesny. Fünf Palästina-Pilgerberichte aus dem 15. Jahrhundert. Wiesbaden, 1998, 
p. 223–260; Teetaert van Zedelghem A. Saggio storico sulla devozione alla Via Crucis. 
Casale Monferrato, 2004; Kirkland-Ives M. ‘Alternate Routes: Variation in Early Modern 
Stational Devotions’ // Viator 40 (2009), p. 249–270.  
3  Il Sacro Monte d’Orta e San Francesco nella storia e nell’arte della Controriforma // Proceed-
ings of a congress (Orta San Giulio, 4–6 June 1982), Torino, 1983; De Filippis E., Mattioli 
Carcano F. Guida al Sacro Monte d’Orta. Orta San Giulio, 1982; Orta San Giulio. La Fab-
brica del Sacro Monte. Conoscenza Progetto Restauro / Ed. A. Marzi. Torino, 1991.  
4  Cf. especially Cardini F., Vannini G. ‘S. Vivaldo in Valdelsa: problemi topografici ed inter-
pretazioni simbologiche di una ‘Gerusalemme’ cinquecentesca in Toscana’ // Religiosità e so-
cietà in Valdelsa nel basso medioevo. Florence, 1980, p. 11–74; Vannini G. ‘S. Vivaldo e la 
sua documentazione materiale: lineamenti di una ricerca archeologica’ // S. Gensini (ed.), La 
“Gerusalemme” di San Vivaldo e i sacri monti in Europa. Montaione-Pisa, 1989, p. 241–270; 
Gensini S. ‘La “Gerusalemme” di San Vivaldo tra agiografia e storia’ // L. Vaccaro and F. 
Ricardi (eds.), Sacri Monti: devozione, arte e cultura della Controriforma. Milan, 1992, p. 65–
84; Forsgren F. ‘Topomimesis: the “Gerusalemme” at San Vivaldo’ // P. Sivefors (ed.), Ur-
ban Preoccupations: Mental and Material Landscapes. Pisa 2007, p. 171–196; Gensini S. ‘Un 
luogo di pellegrinaggio sostitutivo: la “Gerusalemme” di San Vivaldo in Toscana // 
A. Barbero and G. Roma (eds.), Di ritorno dal pellegrinaggio a Gerusalemme: riproposizione 
degli avvenimenti e dei luoghi di Terra Santa nell'immaginario religioso fra XV e XVI secolo. 
Ponzano Monferrato, 2008, p. 151–166.  
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such structures were later additions being not present in the original plan de-
signed by friars Tommaso of Florence and Cherubino Conzi. In these two 
Franciscans’ mind, who had a deep knowledge of the Holy City, the New 
Jerusalem had to imitate the original one rather philologically, by trans-
posing onto the ground the location of each site and the distances between 
each one, even if only in a diminutive scale. This diagram (fig. 1) shows dis-
tinctly enough that the two topographic systems tend to overlap with a good 
approximation. Such a topomimetic attitude resulted also in the imitation of 
the Mount of Calvary’s vertical articulation (fig. 2) and in the architectural 
reproduction of the Holy Sepulchre (fig. 3), the Coenaculum, and the Chapel 
of the Ascension (fig. 4). The material appearance of some holy spots were 
eventually imitated, including the crack in the rock of Calvary (fig. 5) or the 
stone of Christ’s Ascension (fig. 6). Nonetheless, in most cases the Francis-
cans preferred to make use of a generic building type, where the evokation 
of the connected event was made possible by its visualization with a poly-
chrome terracotta image (fig. 7). 
Pope Leo X’s 1516 concession of indulgences to visitors to San Vivaldo 
probably played a role in shaping the site’s role as a valuable surrogate to 
pilgrimage to the Holy Land, but I am not pretty sure that this was indeed the 
primary goal pursued by its designers. Although we are very badly informed 
about San Vivaldo pilgrims’s ritual behaviour in the early 16th century, we 
can suppose that by visiting each one of the original thirtyfour chapels, by 
saying a congruous prayer, and by looking at the polychrome terracottas dis-
playing the corresponding event of Christ’s life they were enabled to better 
visualize and meditate on the entire economy of salvation, which the Incar-
nation, Death, and Resurrection of the Lord had granted to humanity. With 
the sites corresponding to each step of this story concentrated in a small area, 
it was possible to follow in Jesus’s footsteps in a much quicker and, on the 
whole, more comfortable way than in the Holy Land itself. 
Admittedly, for Jerusalem pilgrims it was impossible to visit all the evan-
gelic sites in their precise chronological sequence. The Dominican Ricoldo of 
Montecroce, in 1289, managed to reenact Jesus’s path from Gethsemani to Gol-
gotha by visiting the holy spots on the via Dolorosa then still in embryo, but 
most of Latin pilgrims, in the Mamluk and Turkish periods, were accustomed to 
visit the same sites in the opposite direction, starting from the square in front of 
the Holy Sepulchre and going back towards St Stephen’s Gate5. Time was short 
for pilgrims and it was both more convenient and safer to devote one’s strength 
to visit the largest number of sites within the town walls and in its immediate 
neighbourhoods; holy spots had multiplied so much, after the setting in the Holy 
Land of the Franciscan Custodia di Terrasanta in 1342, that it took three or four 
                                                 
5  Storme, La voie, p. 84–105. 
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days to do a good cercha, or quest, as they were used to call a correctly per-
formed peregrination. In 1480, as we learn from friar Francesco Suriano’s Trea-
tise on the Holy Land, there were sixteen holy spots within the town walls and 
another fourteen within the Holy Sepulchre, five in the Josaphat Valley, twenty-
four between the Valley of Josaphat and the Mount of Olives, six in the Siloam 
Valley and up to twenty-two on the Mount Zion6: alongside the major holy 
places, pilgrims were led to pay their devotions to such curious sites as the place 
where the disciples had roasted the Easter lamb7, the olive-tree located close to 
the house of Hannah where Christ was said to have been bound (fig. 8)8 or the 
stone on the Mount of Olives where the Virgin Mary, who was said to have ini-
tiated the Christian practice of pilgrimage immediately after the Saviour’s en-
tombment, was accustomed to seat and have some rest during her daily quest9. 
In the cumulative approach of late Medieval devotion, quantity mattered 
much more than quality. The multiplication of holy sites promoted by the 
Franciscans in the 14th through the 16th centuries managed to offer an ex-
traordinary opportunity to accumulate spiritual benefits for each visitor’s 
soul’s sake. Even if they were said to have been granted by Pope Sylvester I10, 
it was under the Friars’ responsibility that indulgences of different kind were 
attributed to each one of the holy spots, so operating an important distinction 
                                                 
6  Suriano F. Trattato di Terra Santa e dell’Oriente / Ed. G. Golubovich. Il Trattato di Terra 
Santa e dell’Oriente di frate Francesco Suriano, missionario e viaggiatore del secolo XV. 
Milan, 1900, p. 23–24, 89–90, 98–99, 102–103, 107–109. 
7  Cf. Brygg Th. Itinerarium in Terram Sanctam domini Thomae de Swynburne, castellani 
Ghisnensis et postea Burdigalensis maioris [1392] / Ed. P. de Riant. Archives de l’Orient latin 
2/2 (1884), p. 378–388, esp. 385; Suriano, Trattato, p. 109; Nicola de’ Martoni. Liber peregri-
nationis ad loca sancta (1394–1395) / Ed. L. Le Grand, ‘Relation du pèlerinage à Jérusalem de 
Nicolas de Martoni, notaire italien (1394–1395)’ // Revue de l’Orient latin 3 (1895), p. 566–669, 
esp. 617 ; Louis de Rochechouart, bishop of Saintes. Itinerary to the Holy Land [1461] / Ed. 
C. Couderc // Revue de l’Orient latin 1 (1893), p. 226–274; Anonymous Franciscan pamphlet 
[1486] / Ed. B. Dansette, ‘Les pèlerinages occidentaux en Terre Sainte: une pratique de la 
“Dévotion moderne” à la fin du Moyen Age?’. Archivum Franciscanum Historicum 72 (1979), 
p. 106–133, 330–428, esp. 352; Fabri F. Evagatorium in Terrae Sanctae, Arabiae et Egypti 
peregrinationem / Ed. K. D. Hassler, Stuttgart, 1843–1849, vol. I, p. 256–257; Friedrich II of 
Liegnitz and Brieg [1507] / Ed. R. Röhricht and H. Meisner, ‘Die Pilgerfahrt des Herzogs Fried-
rich II. von Liegnitz und Brieg nach dem Heiligen Lande’. Zeitschrift des deutschen Palästina-
Vereins 1 (1878), p. 101–209, esp. 130; Anselmus of Krakow, OFM. Descriptio Terrae Sanctae 
[1508] / Ed. H. Canisius-I. Basnage. Thesaurus monumentorum ecclesiasticorum et histori-
corum. Amsterdam, 1725, vol. IV, p. 779–794, esp. 790. 
8  Fabri, Evagatorium, vol. I, p. 263–264. Cf. Meinardus O. ‘A Stone-Cult in the Armenian 
Quarter in Jerusalem’ // Revue des études arméniennes, n.s., 14 (1980), p. 367–375; Hint-
lian K. A History of the Armenians in the Holy Land. Jerusalem, 1989, p. 58; Hieromonk E. 
Atajanyan and Madoyan G. 6&,/1(0+$ ("/-#$ ,$(-) " %$&'()*+,$ (The Armenian 
Sanctuaries of Jerusalem). Moscow 2003, p. 31. 
9  Cf. Suriano, Trattato, p. 103. 
10 Ibidem, p. 126. 
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between the major shrines, associated with a plenary remission of sins and 
faults, and the minor sites, where pilgrims could be awarded a spiritual “dis-
count” of seven years and seven carines. In order to win such indulgences, pil-
grims had to behave according to the rules suggested by the Friars themselves 
and listed in the processional booklets that could be bought in the Zion con-
vent11; in each site they had to sing or pronounce a specific hymn and were 
supposed to either prostrate or make genuflections, to shed abundant tears, to 
kiss stones and ruined walls, and, most of all, to evoke the memory of the 
events there commemorated, by means of a mental reconstruction which inte-
grated the bleak appearance of most places in both visual and spatial terms. By 
experiencing the physical spots where the crucial steps of sacred history had 
taken place, visitors were enabled to locate their actors in space and to con-
template the actual course of events; especially in the sites connected to the 
Passion, they were supposed to feel compunction and compassion for the 
harsh torments inflicted on Christ’s body, some of whom were revealed by 
visible clues provided by the places themselves, such as, for example, the di-
minutive dimensions of His prison within the Holy Sepulchre (fig. 9)12. 
Such a practice of imaginative devotion was connected with the pious 
exercise of meditation on Christ’s life which had been promoted by the 
Franciscan order since its very beginnings. Ascetic techniques of mental re-
construction of evangelic events had long been developed within the walls of 
monasteries, where mystics had often been rewarded for their piety by gain-
ing emotive access to the sanctified time of sacred history, especially by 
means of visions, obtained sometimes in connection with the reenactment of 
Christ’s Incarnation, Death and Resurrection during the Mass. Visions were 
not infrequently inspired by contemporary iconography, and in the 13th and 
14th century they also took some inspiration from the topographic transcrip-
tion of the same events in the Holy Places13. 
                                                 
11 As witnessed by Fabri, Evagatorium, vol. I, p. 244. 
12 Cf., for instance, the emotionally charged description by Mariano da Siena in 1431: Mariano 
da Siena. Viaggio fatto al Santo Sepolcro 1431 / Ed. P. Pirillo. Pisa, 1991, p. 107. 
13 On the overlapping dimensions of meditation practices and mental evokations of the Holy 
Places cf. Stegmaier-Breinlinger R. “Die hailigen Stett Rom und Jerusalem”. Reste einer 
Ablaßsammlung im Bickenkloster in Villingen // Freiburger Diözesan-Archiv 91 (1971), 
p. 176–201; Miedema N. Following in the Footsteps of Christ: Pilgrimage and Passion De-
votion // The Broken Body. Passion Devotion in Late-Medieval Culture / Ed. A. A. Mac-
Donald, H. N. B. Ridderbos, R. M. Schlusemann. Groningen, 1998, p. 73–92; Rudy K. M. 
‘Den Aflaet der Heiliger Stat Jherusalem ende des Berchs van Calvarien’: Indulgenced 
Prayers for Mental Holy Land Pilgrimage in Manuscripts from the St. Agnes Convent in 
Maaseik’ // Ons Geestelijk Erf 74/3 (2000), p. 211–254; van Herwaarden J., Shaffer W. Be-
tween Saint James and Erasmus: studies in late-medieval religious life: devotions and pil-
grimages in the Netherlands. Leuven, 2003, p. 67–76. 
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Because of their strong emphasis on Christ’s humanity and deliberate 
parallelism with Saint Francis of Assisi, the Minor Friars played a major role 
in popularizing such practices. In their convents and in the associated confra-
ternities were worked out devotional manuals intended for both friars, nuns, 
and laypeople, which instructed individuals in the correct way of performing 
this pious exercise, which basically aimed at providing devotees with a 
deeper, and more vivid knowledge, of sacred history, by integrating the si-
lence of Scriptures with a well balanced use of imagination. It was no mys-
tery that the Gospel narratives were incomplete, since John the Evangelist 
had clearly stated it in the close of his text; imagination was so described as 
a legitimate way to get access especially to the more neglected aspects of the 
Saviour’s passage onto earth. As the author of the most widespread Francis-
can manual — the early 14th century Meditationes vitae Christi — recom-
mended to his dedicatee, a Clarissan nun: 
 
Do not believe that all the things we can imagine that 
He said or did have been actually written down. On the 
contrary, in order to cause a greater emotion, I will tell you 
even the written ones in the way as we can believe that they 
happen or happened, by means of imaginative descriptions 
that the mind perceives in different ways. In fact, as to the 
Holy Scripture, we have the possibility to meditate, expose, 
and understand in different ways, as we think it better — 
provided that it does neither oppose the truth of life, justice, 
and doctrine, nor contradict Faith or good customs14. 
 
The individual believer, in the same way as the pilgrim in the Holy 
Sites, should have not hesitated to figure out especially those traits that were 
omitted by the Gospels; just on the contrary, he or she was encouraged to 
mentally evoke each episode by reconstructing its spatial setting, integrating 
neglected details, and visualizing scenes as they were supposed to have hap-
pened, and was so enabled to feel physically involved in the sacred events 
and to become an eyewitness of Christ’s deeds and sufference. 
There were several ways to gain this privileged access to the contempla-
tion of evangelic events. The first was to read such texts as the Meditationes 
continuously and in the correct sequence, distributing the meditations in the 
different days of the week while taking care to concentrate those on the Pas-
sion on Fridays and Saturdays. The second was to make use of painted im-
ages including a wide selection of scenes from the Gospels as visual stimuli 
                                                 
14 Meditaciones vite Christi, Prologus / Ed. M. Stallings-Taney, Iohannis de Caulibus Medi-
taciones vite Christi olim S. Bonaventuro attributae. Turholti 1997, p. 10. 
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for imagination. The third was to scrupulously attend the feasts of the litur-
gical year and the daily mass while trying to mentally visualize the com-
memorated events. The fourth was much more radical and consisted in imi-
tating the Lord’s suffering physically, by mortifying one’s flesh with painful 
punishments: in this sense, it is meaningful that Flagellants often described 
their activities as “keeping alive the memory of Christ’s Passion”15. 
We can get an idea of these different practices by looking at the life of a 
15th century Sicilian nun, Blessed Eustochia, abbess of the Observant convent 
of Santa Maria di Montevergine near Messina. As many of her contemporar-
ies, she was convinced of being indebted to Christ for His Sacrifice on the 
cross; she felt guilty for having caused, with her sins, the Lord’s utter humilia-
tion and thought that the only way to honor her debt was to meditate inces-
santly on His Passion with all possible means. She prayed to be granted the 
privilege to suffer Purgatory pains already in this Life, in order to replicate 
Christ’s penance; for this reason, as we are informed by her first biographer, 
she always thought up new ways of reenacting the Passion both mentally and 
physically. Attending Mass, especially during the Holy Week, was an upset-
ting experience for her: while thinking of Christ’s death on the cross at the 
moment of the consecration, she started weeping so violently that her sisters 
felt her pain was not inferior to that of Mary at the foot of the cross16. She sup-
ported her meditation with appropriate readings and, at night, replicated the 
Flagellation on herself in the solitude of her cell, which she had wanted to be 
built under the main stairway because the noise of steps would have reminded 
her of the hammer blows by which Christ had been nailed to the cross17. 
This evokation of the Passion was paralleled with a mental reconstruc-
tion of its places and setting. According to her biography, in her eyes her 
convent was literally transfigured into the Holy City and in each site she had 
the feeling to see the connected event: 
 
Being so in the convent, she made it like the city of 
Jerusalem: she arranged each building as in the Holy Places. 
So she set out the house of the Virgin Mary and the Temple 
as when Christ preeched, and the Mount of Olives, and the 
Coenaculum of the Supper, and the Garden, the houses of 
Hannah and Caiphas and Pilate, and the Mount of Calvary, 
the garden and the sepulchre. She arranged these holy 
                                                 
15 Cf. Bacci M. ‘Imaginariae repraesentationes’. L’iconografia evangelica e il pio esercizio 
della memoria // Iconografia evangelica a Siena dalle origini al Concilio di Trento / Ed. M. 
Bacci. Siena, 2009, p. 7–25, esp. 12. 
16 Text edited by M. Catalano. La leggenda della beata Eustochia da Messina, testo volgare 
del XV secolo. Messina-Florence, 1950, p. 262–265. 
17 Ibidem, p. 79–81, and 141–142. 
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places mentally and observing a rigorous silence, so that she 
really pronounced no more than three words each week. 
And she started contemplating the Incarnation of the Lord 
and all His life and Passion: she stayed in her cell or walked 
alone or in company without leaving such thoughts; her 
mind set off and she had the feeling to see in all these places 
the Lord troubled and offended in his humanity, and thought 
to be in the same time as when He was pilgrim in this 
world; and she saw him preeching and felt his voice 
everywhere. For sure she saw Him in her mind in the same 
way as He was seen by Mary Magdalene at the moment of 
His physical Passion. She then got accustomed, at compline, 
to contemplate the Supper and His Prayer in the Garden, 
and it seemed to her to see the grieved apostles and the 
turmoil of weapons, and so she thought of the whole 
Passion step by step until she left Him at the Sepulchre18. 
 
Even if later sources pretended that Eustochia had materially built a 
kind of new Jerusalem within her convent19, her biography points out that 
she limited herself to attribute a topographical meaning to structures and 
rooms within her enclosure; by transposing the commemorated events into a 
familiar environment, she finally managed to better get inside and to feel 
spatially and visually involved in the holy scene. It was a meditation tech-
nique which a contemporary devotional pamphlet, the Giardino d’orazione 
written in 1454 and attributed to Niccolò of Osimo, defined as “locative 
memory” (memoria locale). According to this text, which relied on Medieval 
treatises on ars memorativa, the devotee had first to visualize Christ’s body 
in a very detailed way and, second, “to give shape mentally to the places, 
lands, and rooms where he talked, as well as the people who were, one by 
one, in His company”. When thinking of the Passion, he was supposed to 
figure out the urban space of Jerusalem as it were that of a familiar town; in 
its buildings, squares, and streets he would have recognized the sites of the 
Passion events, from the House of Hannah to the Mount of Calvary, and 
other like-places which he had “to build up in the mind”20. 
The author recommended to practice this pious exercise in the solitude 
of one’s room, by focusing all thoughts on a methodical reconstruction of 
                                                 
18 Ibidem, p. 81–82. 
19 On the cultic characteristics of Blessed Eustochia cf. Terlizzi F. La beata Eustochia. 
Messina, 1982; Miligi G. Francescanesimo al femminile: Chiara d’Assisi ed Eustochia da 
Messina. Messina, 2004. 
20 Bolzoni L. La rete delle immagini. Predicazione in volgare dalle origini a Bernardino da 
Siena. Torino, 2002, p. 194–195. 
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the evangelic events. Meaningfully, Blessed Eustochia was accustomed to 
both meditate in her cell and to walk from one to another of her domestic 
holy places, in a probable attempt at physically reenacting Jesus’ painful 
itinerary during the Process and the Way to Calvary. More structured re-
productions of the Holy Sites, such as those erected by the Blessed Álvaro 
of Córdoba in the Dominican convent of Escalaceli in the Andalusian town 
in the early 15th century, probably enabled the devotee to better replicate 
this itinerary21. 
More structured forms of, so to say, “kinetic” devotions that were de-
veloped during the 15th century apparently took inspiration from both the 
practice of pious meditation and the actual experience of pilgrimage to the 
Holy Land. A widespread pamphlet written in Dutch between 1471 and 1490 
by a mysterious “heer Bethlem” and translated in several European lan-
guages in the 16th century, proposed an innovative way of meditating on 
Christ’s Life and Passion by performing a spiritual pilgrimage to the sites of 
the Process and the Way to Calvary. According to the author, by covering 
within their own town the exact distances that separated the holy places of 
Jerusalem and pronouncing the corresponding prayers, the devotees could 
win the same indulgences that were granted to Holy Land pilgrims, provided 
that, in the same time, they felt involved in Christ’s painful mysteries and 
never stopped to meditate on His suffering with contrite heart22. As it hap-
pened with the Meditationes vitae Christi, the exercise was distributed in the 
different weekdays: on Mondays, for example, they had to cover the distance 
from the Coenaculum to Gethsemane, and on Tuesdays they were followed 
in Christ’s steps to the houses of Hannah, Caiaphas, Pilate, and Herod, 
whereas the via dolorosa was distributed into the following days of Wednes-
day, Thursday, and Friday. If on Saturdays he prescribed only a short walk, 
replicating that of Jesus’s body from the Cross to the Sepulchre, on Sundays 
one had to undertake a much more tiring trip covering the distances from the 
Sepulchre to the Mount of Olives, and then to Mount Zion and up to the 
House of Nazareth! 
Heer Bethlem’s work postulated the idea that sacred topography could 
be replicated not only by means of a spatial transcription or an architectural 
mimesis of its holy places, but also as a dynamic-motional process resulting 
basically in a reproduction of its internal distances, which proved flexible 
enough to be adapted to any orographic context, urban system, and road 
                                                 
21 Huerga A. Escalaceli. Madrid, 1981; Sanchez Herrero J. La semana santa de Sevilla. Ma-
drid, 2003, p. 61–62. 
22 Text edited by C. J. Gonnet, ‘Overwegingen op het lijden des Heeren voor degenen, die in 
den geest de heilige plaatsen willen bezoeken’ // Bijdragen voor de geschiedenis van het 
bisdom van Haarlem 11 (1884), p. 324–343. 
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network. Most probably, such pilgrims as Niccolò da Poggibonsi, who was 
scrupulous enough to take note on two small tablets of all measures and dis-
tances of the Holy City23, already understood that such data could have been 
useful for those people who wanted to meditate on sacred history and win 
some spiritual benefits. Their accounts could be used not only as guides for 
future pilgrims, but also as devotional manuals for pious readers willing to 
undertake a mental trip to the sites of Christ’s Passion. 
A curious text, written in Tuscany in the 14th century, provides a preco-
cious testimony to the use of pilgrims’ accounts as devotional guides for the 
performance of topomimetic devotions. It consists of a short, though analyti-
cal, list of the holy sites not only of Jerusalem, but also of the rest of Pales-
tine, Syria, Sinai, and Egypt; they are described as parts of a walk starting in 
the Holy Sepulchre and passing through the Armenian quarter up to Mount 
Zion, then descending to Siloam, and continuing to Gethsemane by walking 
close to the Haram es-Sharif, and so on. Since precise indications are given 
as to directions, cultic foci, and distances, one gets the idea that it may have 
originated as a practical instruction for pilgrims, such as those that were sold 
in the Zion Convent. Yet, an annotation on the upper margin informs us that 
it was intended for both material and spiritual travellers: 
 
Herewith are the travels to be undertaken by pilgrims 
going overseas for their soul’s sake and that can be done by 
everybody staying at home, thinking in each place of what 
is written below, and saying in each place an Our Father 
and one Ave Maria24. 
 
In this way, the spiritual visit to the holy places and the connected medi-
tation on Christ’s life could be achieved even by walking in the streets of 
one’s own town, or even staying at home, and accompanying each stop with 
the recitation of prayers. When the earliest “New Jerusalems” were built up 
in the early 16th century, they could be used not only as “topographic icons”, 
but also as reliable settings for the performance of kinetic evocations of the 
Holy City in both its real and supernatural dimension. 
 
                                                 
23 Niccolò da Poggibonsi. Libro d’Oltremare, chap. 13 / Ed. A. Lanza and M. Troncarelli, 
Pellegrini scrittori. Viaggiatori toscani del Trecento in Terrasanta. Florence, 1990, p. 42–43. 
24 This text was first published by Melga M. Viaggi in Terra Santa descritti da anonimo 
trecentista e non mai fin qui stampati. Naples, 1862, p. 7–11 (10–11); new edition by Lanza A. // 
A. Lanza and M. Troncarelli. Pellegrini scrittori. Viaggiatori toscani del Trecento in Terra-
santa. Florence, 1990, p. 315–318, esp. 317. 
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1. Sketch showing the overlapping topographies of Jerusalem and San Vivaldo 
(after G. Vannini. S. Vivaldo e la sua documentazione materiale, 1989, fig. 4) 
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2. Chapel of Calvary. The New Jerusalem of San Vivaldo, Tuscany 
 
3. The Holy Sepulchre. The New Jerusalem of San Vivaldo, Tuscany 
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4. Chapel of the Ascension. The New Jerusalem of San Vivaldo, Tuscany 
 
5. Spots of the Holy Cross and crack in the rock of Calvary, Chapel of Calvary.  
The New Jerusalem of San Vivaldo, Tuscany 
Performed Topographies and Topomimetic Piety 117 
 
6. The Stone of Christ’s Ascension, Chapel of the Ascension.  
The New Jerusalem of San Vivaldo, Tuscany 
 
7. Polychrome terracotta showing the meeting of Christ with St. Veronica,  
Chapel of St. Veronica. The New Jerusalem of San Vivaldo, Tuscany 
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8. Olive tree near the House of Hannah, Armenian Patriarchate, Jerusalem 
 
9. The Prison of Christ. The Complex of the Holy Sepulchre. Jerusalem 
